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The Dunning-Kruger Effect in Dirty
Realism: Dorothy Allison’s “Jason
Who Will Be Famous,” Larry
Brown’s “Waiting for the Ladies,”
and Chuck Palahniuk’s “Romance”
David S. McCracken
1 In Hicks, Tribes, and Dirty Realists, arguing American fiction has returned to a focus on
realistic depictions of human experience, Robert Rebein writes, 
Dirty Realism, as I would like to employ the term, refers to an effect in both subject
matter and technique that is somewhere between the hard-boiled and the darkly
comic. It refers to the impulse in writers to explore dark truths, to descend, as it
were, into the darkest holes of society and what used to be called “the soul of man.”
Not the trailer parks and fern bars of minimalism, . . . but rather the more intense
worlds of war, drug addiction, serious crime, prostitution, prison. (43)
2 This definition differs in degree from what has been considered the industry standard,
editor Bill Buford’s declaration in the summer 1983 publication of Granta concerning a
new  form  of  American  writing:  “a  curious,  dirty  realism  about  the  belly-side  of
contemporary  life,  .  .  .  so  stylized  and particularized—so insistently  informed by  a
discomforting and sometimes elusive irony—that it makes the more traditional realistic
novels of, say, Updike or Styron seem ornate, even baroque in comparison” (4).1 For the
most  part,  Rebein  is  identifying  how dirty  realism has  drifted  into  the  purview of
transgressive  fiction,  portraying  the  “belly-side  of  contemporary  life”  as  “darkly
comic,” a counterculture literary form that embodies the vulgar, profane, or obscene.2 
3 I  contend  that  the  Dunning-Kruger  effect,  a  theory  that  explains  the  causes  of
inappropriate  decision-making,  appears  frequently  in  American dirty  realistic  short
fiction. The characters occupying these stories are often ones toward whom readers
feel superior, never ones whom readers would willingly emulate or openly admire. In
actuality,  the appeal of  dirty realism is that typical  readers,  even though they may
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claim otherwise, empathize with the plights of the characters living within these bleak
textual landscapes. Readers perhaps identify, for better or worse, with these characters
because  they  personify  “dark  truths”  about  themselves.  The  Dunning-Kruger  effect
provides  a  valuable  psychoanalytical  tool  to  interpret  the  motivation  of  these
personalities,  offering  another  critical  approach  to  explain  their  decision-making
within their narrative contexts. The Dunning-Kruger effect serves as a useful critical
apparatus to investigate characters’ seemingly enigmatic choices within this type of
fiction.
4 Many of the characters in dirty realistic stories exhibit behaviors affiliated with the
Dunning-Kruger  effect.  In  their  1999  article  “Unskilled  and  Unaware  of  It:  How
Difficulties in Recognizing One’s Own Incompetence Lead to Inflated Self-Assessments,”
Cornell  University  psychologists  David  Dunning  and  Justin  Kruger  present  their
psychological  theory that  explains  why people  overestimate or  underestimate their
competence.  Based  on  results  of  studies  related  to  humor,  logical  reasoning,  and
English  grammar,  Dunning  and Kruger  discovered  that  sometimes  people  with  low
ability  think they  have  high ability,  and those  with  high ability  sometimes  believe
others also have high ability. Stated another way, the incompetent are self-deceived
into believing they are competent, and the highly competent mistakenly assume their
peers  are  just  as  highly  competent.3 In  their  initial  example,  Dunning  and  Kruger
describe McArthur Wheeler, who was caught only hours after robbing two Pittsburgh
banks because of security footage released to the public. The significance of this crime
is  Wheeler’s  surprising reaction to  his  identification.  After  he was caught,  Wheeler
could not believe his misfortune. Evidently, he assumed rubbing his face with lemon
juice would make him indistinguishable  to  the banks’  cameras (1121).  Anyone with
common sense knows lemon juice is not an agent for invisibility. Wheeler was self-
deceived into believing lemon juice would make him inconspicuous.
5 Granted,  this  might  not  be  groundbreaking  news  concerning  literary  criticism.
Traditionally, a character exhibiting behavior such as Wheeler’s would be immediately
seen as inferior. Basing his classifications on those in Northrop Frye’s seminal Anatomy
of Criticism, Roger B. Rollin points out in Hero/Antihero that the “Lowly Man,” the fifth
type  of  hero,  “is  at  best  inept  and  at  worst  disreputable”  (xix).  Rollin  claims  this
character  “is  clearly  not  one  toward  whom  we  aspire.  Indeed,  we  may  be  able  to
identify with him only during our most self-deprecating moods or in his moments of
transcendence” (xix).  Rollin places the Lowly Man within the realm of comedy, and
readers feel superior to this person because they are too intelligent to find themselves
in  the  Lowly  Man’s  circumstances  (xix).  Moreover,  this  type  of  character  would
certainly  be  categorized  in  literary  terminology  as  “unreliable,”  designated  by  the
fourth  definition  listed  by  William Harmon in  A  Handbook  to  Literature as  one  who
suffers “some retardation or derangement that impedes or precludes reliability” (492).
The characters who represent the Dunning-Kruger effect are neither “retarded” nor
“deranged,”  yet  readers  would  surely  consider  them  untrustworthy  and  therefore
beneath them. 
6 Dirty  realism  is  the  perfect  venue  for  this  psychological  paradigm  because  of  the
element of irony. The plot twists at the end of these kinds of stories in particular draw
attention to  the  characters’  unfortunate  miscalculations  of  their  cognitive  abilities.
This is exacerbated by the transgressive component, and the shock factor intensifies
what is essentially, to combine the two elements, comic irony. Many readers experience
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a  kinship  with  these  characters  when  they  face  conflicts  precipitated  by  lapses  of
judgement or misguided loyalties. Although these conflicts may be highly provocative,
comic  irony  defuses  potentially  explosive  reader  response  to  overt  cases  of
insensitivity, discrimination, or prejudice. Comic irony allows readers to experience a
cathartic empathy with these personalities—everyone makes bad decisions based on
inaccurate  assumptions,  and  no  one  is  immune  from  overestimating  or
underestimating competency. Comic irony, even if it is darkly transgressive, promotes
this  connection  between  characters  and  readers.  This  is  demonstrated  through  an
analysis of three stories within the dirty realism genre: Dorothy Allison’s “Jason Who
Will  Be  Famous,”  Larry  Brown’s  “Waiting  for  the  Ladies,”  and  Chuck  Palahniuk’s
“Romance.” 
7 In these particular works,  readers are granted privileged access to decision-making
processes that could be plausibly explained via the Dunning-Kruger effect. In his own
take on the Dunning-Kruger effect—a simple Google search will  yield several  comic
explanations—John Cleese claims, “The problem with people like this is that they are so
stupid that they have no idea how stupid they are.” What Cleese perhaps does not
realize is that everyone potentially has the capacity to be “stupid” depending on the
circumstance. Granted, most characters affiliated with dirty realism act out Raymond
Carver’s  “low-rent  tragedies”  within  Bobbie  Ann  Mason’s  “Kmart  culture,”  but
everyone, regardless of income or status, has crucial lapses in judgement. Although the
Dunning-Kruger  effect  is  stereotypically  associated  with  the  socioeconomically
disadvantaged, anyone is susceptible to overestimating or underestimating his or her
capabilities.  The  Dunning-Kruger  effect  compliments  dirty  realism  so  effectively
because its focus is inherently on contradiction. In his influential dissertation Towards a
Definition of Dirty Realism, Tamas Dobozy acknowledges that contradiction, or what he
terms the “aesthetic of hypocrisy,” distinguishes dirty realism from other genres (62).
A respected practitioner of dirty realism in his own stories, Dobozy recognizes that the
disparity between expectation and result is a central feature of this type of fiction.4
Significantly, he points out that readers identify the “synthesis of opposites” (4) that
are often manifested “between the words and the actions of a particular character in a
literary  work”  (64  n1).  In  this  regard,  readers  who  claim  superiority  (reflected  in
Cleese’s sarcasm) within dirty realism notice the incongruity between that character’s
perception  and reality,  and  this  tension  between reader  and character  expectation
fuels the narrative momentum in these stories. 
8 Comic irony transforms sympathy into empathy, allowing readers to take the crucial
step  toward  identifying  with  this  character.  Placed  within  the  American  canonical
tradition,  characters  in  dirty  realism  signify  the  “divine  average”  (143)  to  whom
Whitman refers, and they live the “truth to human experience” (916) and emulate the
“realization of  truth .  .  .  honestly and without subterfuge” (927) that William Dean
Howells and Theodore Dreiser praise in their manifestos about realistic writing. For the
most  part,  contemporary  readers  desire  literary  inclusivity,  avoiding  pretentious
posturing  (insinuating  discrimination  or  prejudice)  toward  characters’  contextual
plights, and comic irony grants them permission simultaneously to scoff at themselves
while  they  smirk  at  the  characters.  In  the  inspirational  Hillbilly  Elegy,  J.  D.  Vance
announces the guiding principles of his memoir: 
I  want  people  to  understand  what  happens  in  the  lives  of  the  poor  and  the
psychological impact that spiritual and material poverty has on their children. I
want people to understand the American Dream as my family and I encountered it.
The Dunning-Kruger Effect in Dirty Realism: Dorothy Allison’s “Jason Who Will...
Journal of the Short Story in English, 71 | Autumn 2018
3
. . . I want people to understand . . . that for those of us lucky enough to live the
American Dream, the demons of life we left behind continue to chase us. (2) 
9 In his last sentence, Vance acknowledges the underlying dilemma addressed in dirty
realism: how to balance the dream of expectation with the nightmare of reality. At the
end of “Great Falls,” Richard Ford (identified in Granta 8) provides an answer to why
this contradiction exists: “Though possibly it—the answer—is simple: it is just low-life,
some coldness in us all, some helplessness that causes us to misunderstand life when it
is pure and plain, makes our existence seem like a border between two nothings, and
makes us no more or less than animals who meet on the road—watchful, unforgiving,
without  patience  or  desire”  (49).  Unlike  Vance’s  answer—that  upward  mobility  is
accessible  through  hard  work,  relentless  perseverance,  and  family  loyalty—Ford’s
seemingly nihilistic “border between two nothings” is more likely accepted by those
loyal to dirty realism ideology. 
10 Writers such as Allison, Brown, and Palahniuk apply comic irony to cultivate reader
empathy with characters  serving as  their  fictional  proxies,  those who confront  the
“demons of life” the best they can with what they have. An analysis of three stories
demonstrate how the Dunning-Kruger effect helps to produce empathetic reactions to
dirty  realism:  Allison’s  story  illustrates  the  negative,  Palahniuk’s  exemplifies  the
positive,  and  Brown’s  falls  between  the  two  extremes.  These  stories  confirm  that
people  are  sometimes incapable  of  noticing the  irrational  in  what  they believe  are
perfectly rational decisions. “Jason Who Will Be Famous” is not as transgressive as the
two other examples, but Jason’s dream of being kidnapped so he may become the focus
of major media attention is certainly outside the mainstream and a bit lunatic fringe.
Allison’s inspiration for the story situates it firmly within the Dunning-Kruger effect.
Recalling how a sixteen-year-old young man belligerently “shot out a middle finger” to
bystanders, Allison thought to herself, “Boy needs someone to shake him hard,” but
then, after a little reflection, realized she knew nothing about that person’s life and
considered someone might have already done this to the youth (New Stories 162). Allison
reports, “I started imagining him, who he was, what he was thinking, that long walk
across the bridge and up into the hills” (New Stories 162). This event, plus a colleague’s
facetious wish for incarceration for solitary time to write, inspired her to compose this
story, “the one about living in hope if only” (New Stories 162). Allison’s third-person
narration  allows  for  objective  commentary  (a  bystander’s  coverage)  of  Jason’s
unrealistic  and  inflated  self-assessment  of  his  capabilities.  Likewise,  comic  irony
exposes  Jason’s  egotistical  plan  for  widespread  media  attention  as  onanistic  self-
indulgence. 
11 Most likely generated from loathsome self-pity, Jason’s fantasy displays a disconnection
with  reality.  His  scheme  for  stardom  is  simply  ridiculous,  and  similar  to  Allison’s
reaction toward the  young man,  readers  sense  Jason’s  immaturity  and naiveté  and
question why anyone would wish for captivity. Obviously, Jason does not understand
the true nature of actual kidnappings. Jason’s distorted perception of kidnapping as an
occasion to eat less greasy food (Tin House 254) and to increase muscle tone (Tin House
255) confirms that he overestimates his intelligence, at least in this particular context.
Seen another way, Jason underestimates the brutality,  degradation, and humiliation
associated with most real-life kidnappings. To him, assuming the role of hostage has a
few drawbacks—nothing he cannot manage—but not anything beyond what he sees in
Quentin Tarantino films (Tin House 251). If anything, Jason looks forward to assuming
the persona of victim, with the internment comparable to a camp or a retreat, so he can
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finally  be  forced  into  becoming  someone  stronger  physically,  intellectually,  and
emotionally. As Allison reveals Jason’s thoughts, readers are able to piece together the
underlying reasons for his unusual daydream. First, he is from a dysfunctional family,
as his father left him and his mother when Jason was a child. Second, he does not have
a reputable job, as he currently processes marijuana. Third, he did not perform well in
high school, as he questions the relevancy of his teachers’ pedagogy. Fourth, he is lazy,
as he wants his captors to initiate change that he procrastinates in starting. Finally, and
perhaps most  disturbing,  he may have been molested by the “creep who owns the
property,” as he seemingly fears the older man whom he calls “grabby” (Tin House 256).
This overall profile of Jason helps to balance out fact and fiction in the story, but these
details also evoke reader sympathy for this young man who needs shaken as much as
he needs hugged. Concerning comic irony, the oncoming truck (which in all likelihood,
if readers are allowed to project beyond the conclusion of the story, hits him) is not
“one  of  those  big  Dodge  Fat  Boys”  (Tin  House 258)  in  Jason’s  fantasies  but  only  a
nondescript  truck rounding the corner.  Regardless,  as  fate  decrees,  Jason gains  his
fame, although certainly not as he expected. 
12 Allison presents Jason’s daydream as foolishly romantic from the outset. In the first
sentence, the narrator points out, “Jason is going to be famous, and the best part is that
he knows he will  be good at it” (Tin House 249).  When he speaks with the fictitious
reporter, Jason exudes a social confidence that he obviously does not possess (Tin House
250). Narcissistically, Jason has the reporter say, “That boy is extraordinary” (Tin House
250),  with  the  narrator  adding  to  emphasize  Jason’s  self-aggrandizement,  “How
extraordinary he is, that everyone says so, some kind of genius. He half-smiles and then
recomposes his expression. Genius. Jason is not sure what his genius is exactly, but he
trusts it. He knows it will be revealed at the right time, in the right circumstances. It is
simply that those events have not happened as of yet. But they will” (Tin House 250).
Granted, Jason describes accurately how his teachers pushed him toward reaching his
potential  (Tin  House 251).  When  he  evaluates  his  communication  abilities  (as  his
aspiration is to be a great writer), however, Jason overestimates his skill levels: 
“He’s damn good with words, not like those assholes at school who talk all the time.
He knows the value of words, keeps them in his head, not always spilling them out
like they mean nothing. He doesn’t have to tell what he knows. He just knows—
lyrics and poetry and all that stuff. Good poetry, he tells himself. Not that crap they
want him to read in school.” (Tin House 254) 
13 From this self-assessment, Jason acknowledges that he equates words with power, and
after  his  release  from  confinement,  his  testimony  about  the  ordeal  will  make  him
famous (Tin House 253-54). To him, captivity serves as a catalyst toward a progression of
tremendous opportunities,  but  Allison has the narrator begin paragraphs with self-
reflexive markers that suggest Jason is trying to convince himself that his plan makes
sense: “Fuck it. Jason says out loud” (Tin House 255); “It will be different. It will all be
different” (Tin House 256); and “That could happen” (Tin House 256). Eventually, readers
notice that Jason questions the plausibility of the entire enterprise of being “snatched”
(Tin House 252). 
14 Ultimately,  readers  see  what  Jason  cannot:  he  desires  recognition  from  his  father,
possibly the crux of the entire narrative. In the middle of the story, Jason begins using
the word “maybe” about the potential availability of an old-fashioned tape recorder
(Tin House 253). He will think “maybe” over twenty times afterward. Initially, Jason’s
expressions  are  stated  as  declarations or  commands;  about  midway  into  the  story,
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Jason’s thoughts and feelings are presented with more uncertainty. Direct attention to
his father might be the reason for this shift. Although he adamantly claims that his
father did not “give a shit” (Tin House 256), Jason constructs a caring and humane man
who is apologetic, sympathetic, and appreciative, even comparing this projection of his
father  to  a  Hollywood-produced  typecast  of  Clint  Eastwood  (Tin  House  256).  In  his
fantasy, Jason predicts that all resentments will be forgotten, allowing reconciliation to
begin (Tin House 256-57),  a  vision full  of  melodrama. Referring to self-knowledge of
standard family roles, Jason relies on media-driven stereotypes of masculine-oriented
bonding:  “They will  touch each other  like  men do.  Men.  Yeah.  Maybe his  dad will
embrace him, say his name. Jason can see that. It is as clear as anything. That is how it
is in stories, how it is in his head, how it could be” (Tin House 257). By this point, readers
recognize that the value of Jason’s fame depends upon his father’s response: “Maybe
his dad will get to the point where he can look at him and see Jason clearly, see how he
became  so  strong  in  that  basement”  (Tin  House 257).  As  a  representative  of  the
Dunning-Kruger effect,  Jason is ruled by the fantasy he maintains of an improbable
future. As such, he forfeits any opportunities that exist in his present. The ironic twist
at the end of the story reminds readers that Jason’s present is characterized by fantasy:
“His mom is always telling him to stop living in a dream, to be in the real world. But
this is the real world, the road and the truck and everything that is coming toward
him” (Tin House 258). The progression of “Any time” leading into “Now” produces the
moment when Jason achieves fame (Tin House 258), not exactly how Jason scripted it.
Possibly through death—and the obituary announcing the cause of his demise—Jason
becomes famous. 
15 “Waiting  for  the  Ladies”  has  a  comparable  ending,  one  that  is  just  as  perplexing.5
Similar to how Jason fails to recognize his story is about respect, Brown’s narrator fails
to understand he is telling readers about his own humiliation. In his mind, the narrator
is  explaining  how he  located  a  flasher  who humiliated  his  wife;  in  actuality,  he  is
describing the disintegration of his marriage. At the onset of the story, assuming the
unlikely  role  of  chivalric  protector  of  female  chastity,  the  narrator  interprets  the
flashing as his heroic call to adventure. After he “slams down” (79) his beer in guzzles,
signifying moral indignation, he responds to what he terms “unreasonable anger” with
a Quixotic decision to defend his lady Dorothea’s honor. He declares, “I said by God I’d
go take care of the son of a bitch. I said, If it ain’t safe for women and kids to walk the
roads, what’ll you think’ll happen when lawlessness takes over, and crime sets in, and
the sick and the sexually deviated can sling their penises out in front of what might be
some little kid the next time?” (79-80). Armed with his remaining beers, he starts on his
journey  to  retaliate  against  “the  injustice  of  how  a  few  people  could  fuck  up
everything” (80). This is, of course, ironic in that he sexually objectifies his wife, and
readers blatantly notice the hypocrisy.  The narrator surmises,  for instance,  that he
might as well search for the flasher since he was not “going to be pumping any red-hot
baby batter into [his] favorite womb for a while” (80). Furthermore, he appears to have
noble  intentions,  but  his  comments  betray  the  incentive  underlying  his  search.  He
starts  out  looking  for  a  perpetrator  whom  he  stereotypes  using  all  of  the  clichés
associated with sexual deviants, yet these are self-reflective in that he fits those same
qualities. Readers recognize that the narrator is looking for himself. 
16 This  self-delusion  is  illustrated  by  the  narrator’s  descriptions  of  the  flasher.  The
narrator fails to realize that both he and the flasher are driven by the same desires.
Exhibiting qualities of the Dunning-Kruger effect, the narrator repeatedly states how
The Dunning-Kruger Effect in Dirty Realism: Dorothy Allison’s “Jason Who Will...
Journal of the Short Story in English, 71 | Autumn 2018
6
he “decided” and was “sure” he knew the flasher’s motivation (86). When he eventually
gets to the man’s house, given the information about this harmless offender by the
deputy sheriff, there is a steady repetition of “I knew” (88) statements, providing self-
congratulatory affirmation that the narrator appropriately handled the situation. This
only calls attention to the narrator’s self-deception. He mentions how the “mindless
drooling idiot” (83) used his wife “like the mirror is to the image” (82), but he does not
realize how self-reflective this assessment is to himself. Both are equally misogynistic
and  insensitive,  and,  more  important,  both  are  similarly  lonely,  frustrated,  and
desperate.  This  connection  is  emphasized  through  the  narrator’s  profiling  of  his
nemesis. He demands from his wife information about “how long this particular pecker
was”  and  finds  out  the  penis  was  about  the  size  of  a  small,  hairy  slug  (79).
Sanctimoniously, he describes the flasher as a deviant while fetishizing Dorothea in a
similar  manner  (80-84).  This close  analysis  leads  him  to  a  crucial  conclusion,  a
preposterous one that confirms he is a representative of the Dunning-Kruger effect. He
misinterprets the impetus of the dumpster exposure with a conjecture associated with
toxic masculinity: “It had to be some kind of guy who couldn’t get any pussy, was too
messed up in some way to get some from anybody, even for money, wanted some bad,
and had developed this overpowering urge to gratificate himself” (82). This revelation
underlines his own insecurities toward women, and when he contemplates the prowess
of  the  flasher’s  penis,  he  unconsciously  admits  his  desire  for  empowerment  in  his
marriage (82).  This phallic envy is seen in his fantasy of when he will  confront the
flasher: “Pull your dick out in front of her now. Swing that dick around like a billy club
now” (88).  His nostalgic reflection of sexual hubris with Dorothea—“with her warm
pubic hairs” and vagina “like a glove that fit you like a fist but better, warmer, wetter”
(85-86)—only amplifies his own insecurities. 
17 Readers realize halfway into the story that Dorothea is having an affair with her boss.
Unfortunately, the narrator is incapable of seeing this for himself. The narrator blames
the flasher for his wife’s sexual frigidity toward him (80), he mentions the extensive
amount of time his wife has spent with her boss (85), and he claims that Dorothea and
her boss spend long lunches together (89). Although the narrator confidently believes
he understands his wife and can handle this situation with the flasher, readers discern
his incompetence easily by the details he provides. The narrator falsely projects his
wife’s  duplicity  on the flasher’s  lying to his  own mother (83),  and he subsequently
misdirects his anger toward his wife’s boss onto the flasher (87). Toward the end of the
story, the narrator reaches a completely fallacious conclusion concerning the reason
for the crime, emphatically displaying why he represents the Dunning-Kruger effect:
“Everybody wanted pussy and pussy was good” (88). Unbelievably, this is the narrator’s
epiphany,  his  moment  of  clarity,  the  acme  of  insight,  the  message  he  believes  is
communicated through his  story.  This  purely  chauvinistic  reading of  the  situation,
fallaciously making the hasty generalization that all men desire vagina, establishes a
simple paradigm that makes perfect sense to him. Certainly, the narrator’s conundrum
cannot  be  reduced  to  a  matter  of  sexual  instinct.  His  inability  to  understand
intellectually the complexities related to his wife’s infidelity has led him to rely upon
his faulty common sense. Overwhelmed, he cannot move beyond immature solutions to
mature problems. Men wanting vagina sounds perfectly logical to the narrator. If he
tries to move beyond this, and if he were truly capable of processing the source of his
wife’s sexual apathy, the cognitive dissonance would likely be debilitating. 
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18 “Waiting for the Ladies” is told as recollection, not as the events are occurring, so the
narrator  has  had  the  benefit  of  time  to  assess  what  happened.  Apparently,
contemplation  and  reflection  have  not  enabled  the  narrator  to  realize  that  his
encounter with the flasher and his mother has essentially given him the opportunity,
without  any  outside  pressure  or  interference,  to  examine  his  marriage.  Before
recounting how he stormed into the flasher’s home, the narrator confesses, “I hope I
didn’t ruin their lives” (89). This is presented before the last four paragraphs in which
the narrator summarizes what finally happened, so it might refer to whatever he may
have said to the very surprised and noticeably frightened couple after he intruded into
their living room late at night bearing a shotgun. This statement might pertain more so
to the narrator’s eventual soul-searching about his marriage: “I sat down, asking first if
I could. That’s when I started telling both of them what my life then was like” (89). If
the act of storytelling leads to self-awareness, this last line suggests the narrator may
have reached some intuitive conclusions about his situation,  but he really does not
seem to  understand any subtle  truths  about  himself  (and to  articulate  them in his
narrative) through the benefit of hindsight. Regrettably, this narrator overestimates
his competency by maintaining the focus of his story is on the dumpster incident. The
narrator is a lot like the abandoned puppy next to the dumpster that he contemplates
euthanizing. As he says, “How would the gas be any better than a knock in the head to
him?” (81). The narrator’s inability to assess his circumstance accurately is what fosters
the comic irony. He is openly glad that he is not as pathetic as the flasher, but he is
actually just as pitiful. The “thin sad puppy” assumes a submissive posture, “peeing on
himself in little spurts” (81) out of fear. Metaphorically, the narrator does something
similar through his commentary, and the audience might feel sorry for him just as he
feels sorry for the puppy. Unknowingly, this narrator exposes his fear to the audience,
and  he  incompetently  fails  to  recognize  this  exposure.  In  a  sense,  this  character
concludes  his  narrative  about  at  the  same  place  psychologically  where  he  began,
seemingly not gaining any enriching wisdom upon which he could draw to help him
improve his current situation or plan for a better future, with or without Dorothea.
19 The narrator in “Romance” is self-deceived about his relationship in a similar manner.
This story is perhaps the most transgressive of the three, and readers could be easily
offended—as they could by Brown’s story and even Allison’s story—by antifeminist or
exploitative  coverage  of  marginalized  and  disenfranchised  personalities.6 All  three
writers, however, stay within the parameters of the tenets affiliated with dirty realism.
In a 2012 interview, Palahniuk confesses that “Romance” is an adaptation of the Sean
Penn movie I  Am Sam:  “But turning it around, I  had to think, you know, how good-
looking would a woman have to be before a man would start to overlook fantastically
aberrant  behavior,  and  how  much  would  he  have  to  deceive  himself  in  order  to
continue  to  be  in  love  with  this  incredibly  good-looking  woman?”  Palahniuk  also
admits “‘Romance’ is metaphorically about what it’s like to fall in love with an idea, and
to think that idea is all that you will ever need, and to isolate yourself with the idea and
to exist with nothing but that idea .  .  .” As a representative of the Dunning-Kruger
effect,  the  narrator  remains  totally  locked  into  “that  idea”  by  misinterpreting  the
dynamics of a relationship that he believes he understands. Consequently, he exhibits
flaws in judgment related to major life choices. This narrator has vastly misread most,
if not all, of the signs that his girlfriend, who introduces herself as Britney Spears, is
mentally challenged. The narrator’s friends speak objectively on behalf of readers by
questioning  Brit’s  actions  and  criticizing  the  narrator’s  denial,  and  they  proclaim
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directly that  the  narrator  is  incapable  of  perceiving  the  woman’s  conduct  as
dysfunctional. In “Why People Fail to Recognize Their Own Incompetence,” Dunning
and his colleagues cite Alfred North Whitehead’s dictum that “it is not ignorance, but
ignorance  of  ignorance,  that  is  the  death  of  knowledge”  (86).  The  narrator  in
“Romance” appears to be ignorant of his own ignorance.
20 In the first half of the story, the narrator attempts to form a connection with readers
that will establish his credibility. This compliance is promoted through the repetition
of the verb “know” and by the narrator directly addressing the readers. The narrator
tries to justify his choices, confirming they are rational, by taking for granted there is
reader approval or by constructing reader affirmation. For example, when describing
his  previous  girlfriend’s  newly  acquired  attractiveness,  he  counts  on  writer/reader
shared experience: “Even then I knew something would wreck it. You know the feeling:
When you love somebody, you’re happy to see her happy, but I knew my girlfriend was
going to dump me because now guys with careers and health insurance were getting
her on the radar” (70). The narrator assumes readers will agree that cancer may be a
viable option for weight loss when he reveals his girlfriend slimmed down “to wearing
a  bitch’n-hot  Size  Two”  (71)  because  of  her  illness.  This  socially  inappropriate
assumption  is  apparently  not  sarcastic,  as  the narrator  appears self-deprecating
elsewhere: “Know your limits, I always say. Aim low and you won’t be disappointed”
(71-72). He displays this honesty when he introduces himself to Brit: “It’s clear she’s
pulling my pud, but in a good way. And you just need to look at her to know all you
need  to  know”  (73).  Conversely,  he  makes  a  series  of  false  assumptions  by  not
questioning Brit’s attraction to shiny shirt buttons (72), just assuming she is drunk by
her erratic  behavior (73),  and then believing she must still  be intoxicated the next
morning even though he has never seen her ingest any alcohol or drugs (74). As the
narrator admits, “And no matter how much doobie I smoke I’m having trouble keeping
up.  And maybe  it’s  because  Brit’s  so  skinny,  but  she  seems to  cop  a  buzz  without
drinking  for  hours,  like  maybe  she’s  getting  a  contact  high  from  my  secondhand
smoke” (73). Each of these points displays his incompetency in this situation. 
21 The narrator continues to be self-deceived after the episode on the bus and during
Brit’s pregnancy. He is simply incapable of noticing the warning signs that are obvious
to his friends. Of course, the old adage “love is blind” is particularly appropriate in this
case, and his perception is blurred by his affection—he sees what he wants to see, not
what is visible. Most people would have been shocked by what occurs on the bus, but
the narrator only minimizes Brit’s inappropriate behavior. As Brit playfully teases the
men  around  her,  sticking  her  hand  down  the  front  of  her  jeans  presumably  to
masturbate, the narrator’s self-conscious thoughts about his masculine inferiority (his
passivity)  counteract  Brit’s  intensely  feminine  role  (her  aggressiveness)  as  an
objectified sexual object. In a scene full of grotesque humor, Brit displays her inability
to  understand social  boundaries.  After  she  pelts  passengers  with  a  bloody tampon,
yelling  “Magic  trick!”  and  “Puppet  show!”  (75),  the  narrator  follows  with  damage
control by pointing out, “She’s a performance artist,” “She doesn’t mean anything by it;
it’s just some political gender politics statement deal,” and “She’s just a Free Spirit”
(76). Significantly, readers should gather that there is no malicious intent behind Brit’s
flinging of the bloody object. Instead, they should acknowledge that she instinctively
reacts  with  child-like  innocence.  Nonetheless,  the  narrator  should  have  detected
something odd about Brit’s behavior. When Brit is pregnant, the narrator conveys his
confusion about her weight gain but then commands her to get an abortion, as if this
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were the obvious option in this situation (76). Brit’s response reveals more about his
incompetency than hers: “Britney comes running out of the back still wearing a paper
dress and bare feet, like this is a big deal, like maybe she never had an abortion before,
. . .” (77). After the narrator’s hasty decision to marry Brit, his friends provide the voice
of reason, but as is predictable, the narrator refuses to take their advice: “Dude, she is
the total most-hot, best thing, ever, but we don’t think she’s stoned” (77); “Dude, did it
ever  cross  your mind that  maybe—just  maybe—Britney is  mentally  retarded?” (77);
“Dude, don’t look now, but you fucked a retard” (77); and, later on, they insist Brit “has
the intellect of a six-year-old,” “Dude, she can’t love you because she doesn’t have the
capacity’” (78). The narrator retaliates with the foreseeable conclusion, “I have to settle
for these shitty friends” (77). 
22 As expected, considering the Dunning-Kruger effect, the narrator defends his choices.
Displaying total acceptance, although based on inaccuracies, he claims Brit is simply a
substance abuser and, reiterating his poor self-image, he declares for social equity that
he is no prize (77). Indignantly, he stands behind his beliefs: “We’ll work through this.
But no way is she retarded. She just needs some rehab” (77). He has internalized his
own  truth  about  his  situation,  and  his  self-justification  is  evident  in  how  he
commodifies Brit as his possession: “My best guess is she’s an alcoholic, glue-sniffing,
dope-shooting slut, but we’re working on getting her into treatment after she has the
babies.  And,  maybe  she’s  a  nymphomaniac,  but  what’s  important  here  is  she’s  my
nymphomaniac,  and that drives my family crazy with envy” (78). Giving the narrator
credit, he is trying his best to adapt based upon his cognitive abilities. Nevertheless,
this testimony demonstrates how the narrator’s attempt to synthesize the experiences
within  his  “romance,”  to  draw  together  the  pertinent  moments  and  thus  make
connections  among  them,  is  most  likely  an  exercise  in  futility.  Competent  self-
knowledge would lead him toward a full disclosure to his inner most self that Brit is
other than she appears. When the narrator first meets Brit, he reveals his fascination
with her child-like innocence. As he says,  “she uses a breathy, little-girl  voice with
some baby-talk words like buh-sketti instead of spaghetti and skissors in place of scissors,”
and he clarifies,  “for a regulation hottie that’s  just textbook being sexy” (72).  Most
rational  people  would  question  a  twenty-something  woman  speaking  in  baby-talk
between  gulps  of  her  beer,  but  the  narrator  hears  within  this  speech  only  sexual
innuendo. He is incapable of hearing anything different. Per comic irony, readers never
find out Brit’s real name but they may assume she and the narrator are “doing just
fine”  at  home  watching  television  with  the  “two  little  babies  who  smell  like
Thanksgiving pies” (78). The moral of Palahniuk’s story might be that ignorance is bliss.
Thus, the narrator may live happily ever after in this positive fairy-tale relationship in
which  Brit  is  allowed  complete  independence,  and,  significantly,  the  narrator  is
perfectly  happy  subsidizing,  both  economically  and  psychologically,  this  situation.
Another possibility is that the narrator may choose to accept Brit for who she is but
decide to ignore the root causes for her idiosyncrasies. Nonetheless, representative of
Palahniuk’s distinctive comic irony, this atypical relationship functions as the model
family. 
23 In a way, this supports Dobozy’s “aesthetic of hypocrisy” in that Palahniuk figuratively
thumbs  his  nose  at  what  is  considered  the  stereotypically  happy  household,
reminiscent of 1950s sitcoms. Palahniuk exposes the paradox of the American romantic
vision of  family and the realistic  construction of  relationship,  begging the question
concerning what  is  the “functional”  family  in  the twenty-first  century.  Allison and
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Brown also cause readers to consider how the dysfunctional has perhaps transformed
into the  functional,  into  the  mainstream,  what  most  people  experience in  the  new
millennium. As Rebein points out, dirty realism may expose the “power of blackness”
that  Melville  identified  in  Hawthorne’s  writing  (43),  but  this  blackness  is  openly
brought into light by popular culture through so-called hick chic, redneck comedy, and
grassroots politics. To be affiliated with the proletariat is cool, as working-class values
(broadcast through Vance’s book) supposedly will, to cite the mantra, “make America
great  again.”  Now,  media  celebrities  Vance,  Allison,  Ford,  and  others  write  about
working-class ideology that is depicted in dirty realism but garner lucrative speaking
fees and are firmly situated in bourgeois tax brackets. Palahniuk has certainly come a
long way since his  days as  a  mechanic.  One has only to watch American television
during a weekday to see hypocrisy put into practice.  There are mostly court shows
discharging justice  to  generally  working-class  participants,  talk  shows intentionally
populated  with  diverse  hosts,  and  game  shows  promising  material  gain  for
optimistically ambitious players, peppered with commercials for injury lawyers, online
education,  and insurance companies.  This  is  the Americana of  dirty realism,  where
Jerry  Springer  mediates  fights,  Maury  Povich  announces  paternity,  and  Judge  Judy
renders verdicts. Viewers might not claim allegiance to those they see, even feeling
schadenfreude by relishing the misfortune of others, but in all honesty, they are not so
different.  Now,  everyone  follows  President  Trump’s  decisions  through  tweets—not
exactly President Roosevelt’s fireside chats. 
24 The Dunning-Kruger effect may serve dirty realism so well  because of its affiliation
with socioeconomics and politics. One has only to consider President Trump’s pop-in
visit to troops in Iraq during which he committed several potentially Dunning-Kruger
effect-type mistakes concerning military policy and troop deployment.7 By its nature,
dirty realism caters to issues related to class conflict,  and in terms of  criticism, its
fidelity appears primarily to Marxism. In “Why People Fail  to Recognize Their Own
Incompetence,” Dunning and his fellow writers assert, 
people are not adept at spotting the limitations of their knowledge and expertise.
Indeed,  in  many  social  and  intellectual  domains,  people  are  unaware  of  their
incompetence,  innocent of  their  ignorance.  Where they lack skill  or  knowledge,
they greatly overestimate their expertise and talent, thinking they are doing just
fine when, in fact, they are doing quite poorly. (83) 
25 Generally, characters in dirty realistic stories “are doing quite poorly,” and they are in
their  predicaments  because  of  incorrect  conclusions  and  wrong  choices.  Readers
identify  with  these  characters  because  they  understand  the  repercussions  of  both
actions. Readers may feel superiority over these characters, and they may certainly not
trust them in various capacities, but they appreciate the genuine authenticity through
which they depict the human experience. The element of comic irony allows readers
vicariously to laugh at themselves. Granted, no one would probably want to be in the
same  circumstances  as  the  characters  in  the  Allison,  Brown,  or  Palahniuk  stories.
However,  these  stories  motivate  readers  to  perform  self-reflective  spot  checks
concerning their own decision-making skills. A student at Stanford University, not an
expert  yet  a  serious  reader,  Gracie  Newman  writes,  “Dirty  realism,  for  me,  is  not
usually  an  uplifting  read  but  it  evokes  a  good,  cathartic  sort  of  pain.”  Thankfully,
characters exemplifying the Dunning-Kruger effect evoke this catharsis.
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NOTES
1. Announcing dirty realism as a “new fiction . . . emerging from America,” Buford explains,
"It is instead a fiction of a different scope—devoted to the local details, the nuances, the little
disturbances in language and gesture—and it is entirely appropriate that its primary form is the
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short story and that it is so conspicuously part of the American short story revival. But these are
strange stories: unadorned, unfurnished, low-rent tragedies about people who watch day-time
television, read cheap romances or listen to country and western music. They are waitresses in
roadside  cafés,  cashiers  in  supermarkets,  construction  workers,  secretaries  and  unemployed
cowboys. They play bingo, eat cheeseburgers, hunt deer and stay in cheap hotels. They drink a lot
and are often in trouble: for stealing a car, breaking a window, pickpocketing a wallet." (4) 
A widely cited definition attributed to Buford is from the back cover of the Penguin publication
of  the eighth issue of  Granta:  “Dirty  Realism is  the  fiction of  a  new generation of  American
authors. They write about the belly-side of contemporary life—a deserted husband, an unwed
mother,  a  car  thief,  a  pickpocket,  a  drug  addict—but  they  write  about  it  with  a  disturbing
detachment, at times verging on comedy. Understated, ironic, sometimes savage, but insistently
compassionate,  these stories  constitute a  new voice in fiction.”  Consult  Tamas Dobozy,  Ann-
Marie Karlsson, Evan Brier, or Tobias Wolff for additional definitions of dirty realism.
2. Essentially,  transgressive  writing  rebels  against  established  ethical  and  moral  societal
standards. In a 1995 New York Times article, Rene Chun offers this definition: “Subversive, avant-
garde,  bleak,  pornographic—and  these  are  compliments.  .  .  .  [transgressive  texts]  explore
aberrant sexual practices, urban violence, drug use and dysfunctional families in graphic detail”
(49). For a thorough coverage of transgressive fiction, consult McCracken, Chuck Palahniuk.
3. In “Unskilled and Unaware of It,” Dunning and Kruger make three claims about competence
and success. The first and second are predictable: people must have “knowledge, wisdom, and
savvy” (1121), and they must be willing to apply different approaches and strategies. For the
third, Dunning and Kruger emphasize the importance of competence as a quality for success.
They state, “when people are incompetent in the strategies they adopt to achieve success and
satisfaction, they suffer a dual burden: Not only do they reach erroneous conclusions and make
unfortunate choices,  but their incompetence robs them of the ability to realize it” (1121).  In
other words, successful people must have the intellectual acuity to assess their conclusions and
choices  accurately.  As  Dunning  and Kruger  note,  “the  skills  that  engender  competence  in  a
particular  domain  are  often  the  very  same  skills  necessary  to  evaluate  competence  in  that
domain—one’s own or anyone else’s . . . [and] the same knowledge that underlies the ability to
produce correct judgment is also the knowledge that underlies the ability to recognize correct
judgment. To lack the former is to be deficient in the latter” (1121-22).
4. In his dissertation, Dobozy writes, “As a field of writing, dirty realism seems less a uniform
mass than an aggregate of specific, localized, personal narratives contingent upon the particulars
of the experience they describe—almost a grasping of autonomous literary acts, where disparity
supplies their defining characteristic.  Viewed en masse,  dirty realism fragments the totalizing
view with constant expectations; viewed in examples, a larger picture of tactical responses to
social, political and historical predicaments emerges” (3). Concerning his specific idea, Dobozy
states, “An aesthetic of hypocrisy, an essence in contradiction, protects the authors from logical
refutation, since any discovered inconsistency only strengthens their position” (62). In the article
“In  the  Country  of  Contradiction  the  Hypocrite  is  King:  Defining  Dirty  Realism  in  Charles
Bukowski’s Factotum,” Dobozy defines the “hypocrisy aesthetic” in terms of production: “Dirty
realism finds itself in a culture crying out for a ‘countercultural’ program at the same time that
the culture feeds off such countercultural forms” (44). Referring to this article, Alice Whitmore
clarifies, “Dirty realist narratives, Dobozy argues, tend towards paradox and self-contradiction as
a  kind  of  passive-aggressive  reflection  of  postmodernity,  simultaneously  confusing  and
undermining traditional representations of imaginings of society.” Two Dobozy collections worth
consulting are Siege 13:  Stories and, more closely related to dirty realism, Last Notes:  and Other
Stories.
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5. For criticism of this story, consult Jean W. Cash’s “Saving Them from Their Selves,” her Larry
Brown: A Writer’s Life, and Joy A. Farmer’s “The Sound and the Fury of Larry Brown’s ‘Waiting for
the Ladies.’”
6. See McCracken, “Teaching,” for a reading of “Romance” as a transgressive story. Andy Mingo’s
Romance is a film adaptation of this story.
7. Interest in the Dunning-Kruger effect has increased since the election of President Donald
Trump. For information about President Trump’s recent Iraq visit,  consult Bacon and Baldor.
Likewise, consult Jansen and Jackson concerning President Trump’s decision to remove troops
from Syria. Also refer to earlier articles by Poundstone, Devega, and Dunning.
ABSTRACTS
Un  bon  nombre  d’écrivains  américains  –  tels  que  Dorothy  Allison,  Larry  Brown  et  Chuck
Palahniuk – dont les œuvres appartiennent au genre « dirty realism » emploient, probablement à
leur  insu,  ce  qu’il  convient  d’appeler  l’effet  Dunning-Kruger  pour  faciliter  la  production  de
l’ironie comique dans leur écriture.  Cette théorie de David Dunning and Justin Kruger sert à
expliquer  la  raison  pour  laquelle  les  gens  surestiment  ou  sous-estiment  leur  compétence  à
prendre la décision juste dans diverses situations. Quant au « dirty realism », l’écrivain crée des
personnages dont la  surestimation de leur compétence face à un défi  aboutit  à  des résultats
inespérés. Ces écrivains emploient souvent l’ironie comique pour faire avancer l’intrigue de leurs
histoires : ce qui sert à renforcer la liaison entre le lecteur et les personnages pour lesquels le
lecteur ressent en même temps de l’empathie et de la supériorité. La composante transgressive
de ces histoires fait que le lecteur ressent à la fois de la répulsion et de l’attraction envers ces
personnages.  Cet  article  illustre  comment  l’effet  Dunning-Kruger  se  manifeste  dans  trois
nouvelles : « Jason Who Will Be Famous » de Dorothy Allison, « Waiting for the Ladies » de Larry
Brown, et « Romance » de Chuck Palahniuk.
AUTHORS
DAVID S. MCCRACKEN
Dr. David McCracken is a professor of English and the chair of Communication, Language, and
Literature at Coker College in Hartsville, South Carolina. His areas of interest are American
literature, contemporary fiction, and rhetoric and composition. Dr. McCracken has published
articles about F. Scott Fitzgerald, Raymond Carver, Chuck Palahniuk, and other American
authors.
The Dunning-Kruger Effect in Dirty Realism: Dorothy Allison’s “Jason Who Will...
Journal of the Short Story in English, 71 | Autumn 2018
15
